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Since the late 1980's, imports of used goods from the US and elsewhere increased markedly
throughout Latin America, converting the distribution of second hand goods into a mainstay of most
local economies. According to studies by the UN's Economic Commission for Latin America and
the Caribbean (ECLAC), the total number of poor in Latin America soared to 196 million in 1990,
up 44% from 136 million in 1986. ECLAC estimates that 45.9% of the total regional population now
lives below the poverty line, while 22% lives in "extreme poverty" (see Chronicles 12/03/92 and
05/06/93). The sharp drop in living standards greatly restricts the local market for most foreign made
goods. But local consumers still have a preference for quality, factory-made merchandise from the
US and other industrialized nations, leading to a prosperous market in recent years for the import of
used goods, since such products are now only affordable to most consumers at second hand prices.
According to the Inter Press Service (IPS), the import of used goods especially clothing and footwear
is growing markedly throughout the region. In Chile, for example, local distributors imported nearly
17 metric tons of second-hand garments between January and November 1992 worth a total of US
$20 million with most of the merchandise purchased at bargain stores in the US, Belgium, Italy,
France, and Britain. The used clothing boom is particularly noticeable in Central America, especially
in Costa Rica, which IPS labels the mecca for used goods on the isthmus. Local distributors report
huge profits of up to 200% on shirts and dresses, and even more for shoes. Most Costa Ricans, for
example, cannot afford to pay US$90 for a new pair of "Reebok" tennis shoes, but the same brand
costs US$30 on the used goods market, placing those products within reach of consumers while
permitting retailers huge returns. "It's possible to buy quality sports shoes for five dollars in garage
sales in Miami," said Carlos Monge, one of Costa Rica's largest used clothing importers. "We pay a
27% import duty, plus transport costs, and then sell them to retail stores, which charge the consumer
US$30. We have not been able to keep up with the demand since we started the business six months
ago. We import on average 200 pairs a month." Most Central American importers buy used clothes
in Florida at large second-hand stores like Goodwill, where buyers can purchase 60 kilogram bales
of garments at an average of US$40 to US$200 per bale. Last year, about 10,200 such bales entered
Costa Rica. Moreover, the used goods industry now includes a vast array of products, ranging from
electrical appliances to cars. In Nicaragua where 30 used car sales lots have sprung up around the
country dealers are reportedly earning up to 600% profits on each second-hand car sold. In Brazil,
the Pneuback company reports a huge market for recycled tires, which it purchases at about US$8
apiece in Japan, and then retreads them and sells them for US$30. Pneuback reportedly imported
US$3 million in tires last year. In fact, IPS says it conducted a survey among Brazilian transporters
which showed that approximately two-thirds of the country's trucks and busses and about one
out of every 10 cars were running on second-hand tires. Nevertheless, while used goods are now
a mainstay for most local economies, many economists and business representatives warn that
strict controls must be enforced to guard against the import of defective products. "The invasion
of used goods introduces a new category in the sub-continent's economic classification," said
Edelberto Torres Rivas, a sociologist from the Costa Rica-based Latin American Faculty of Social
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Sciences (Facultad Latinoamericana de las Ciencias Sociales, FLACSO). "It is no longer a question
of importing goods and technology, but rather of making do with obsolete, discarded material
and garbage." Moreover, large-scale importers of quality goods say the used product industry is
encouraging an expansion of contraband, creating unfair competition for their businesses. About
US$2 million worth of used clothes are imported through customs each year in Mexico. But in 1992,
authorities confiscated about US$1 million worth of used clothes from contraband rings, raising
suspicion that most of the second hand garments sold in Mexico are imported illegally. "The US
$1 million in used clothes confiscated represents about four million pieces of clothing, and that's
just what was intercepted," read a new report from Mexico's textile industry chamber. "It's logical
to suspect corruption among customs personnel, otherwise it is hard to explain how such huge
quantities of used clothes are entering the country." (Sources: Inter Press Service, 05/06/93; Notimex,
06/01/93)
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